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Abstract

The thesis examines the complex characteristics of agency and identity
construction, focusing on South Asian women. Firstly, it attempts to
demonstrate the centrality of networks of history and discourses iIn the
construction of the female postcolonial subject. Secondly, it uses qualitative
research to challenge the assumed low levels of organization amongst South

Asian women, demonstrating that forms of political agency exist.

Historical contextualization of South Asian women’s experiences enables us to
understand their position, with all the complexities involved, along the axes of
caste, class and religion, in contemporary society. It is particularly significant
with reference to race, culture and multicultural understandings, facilitating a

departure from a stereotypical understanding of passivity and complacency.

The research is based on in-depth semi-structured interviews carried out with
South Asian women within the Greater London area. Understanding South
Asian women’s experiences and the interpretations of ‘belonging’ goes some
way toward unravelling the complexities of subjectivity and identity. Ideas
around race and gender and the ability to act individually and collectively are
analyzed in the women’s narratives, allowi'ng exploration of social positioning
and agency. The interviews investigate the processes of negotiation that take
place in the construction of identities and new subjectivities; how experience
can influence a woman's consciousness of her position in the world. In fact a

number of contradictory positions may be taken up as well as adopting a unified

identity, for example along the lines of culture or religion.



This research shows how South Asian women understand themselves and
examines identity construction, and it is precisely the fluidity of it which is
complex, it goes beyond the idea of fixed and essential political identities.
Evident are the ways in which women draw on history, and the constant

negotiating between essentialized and collective identities, and subjective

experiences as post-colonial subjects.
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Chapter 1
‘Rocking the Stereotype’ and Redefining the Parameters of Political

Activism

Introduction
| interviewed Zora, a young South Asian woman born and brought up in
London, and her statement below captured the essence of this research, to

highlight and challenge the often invisible role played by South Asian women in

local level political processes.

‘The usefulness of this research is that it shatters stereotypes about women and
Asian women in particular. Secondly it makes women like myself realize that
our backgrounds and cultures haven't hindered us necessarily at all. In our own

way we've been as radical or as revolutionary or as strong as our white
counterparts.’

(Zora, Antiracism Organization’)

Zora has recognized the ways in which South Asian women are stereotypically
presented. However, despite this common perception of being trapped in a
perpetual cycle of complacent passivity and victimhood that denies them
political agency, Zora has also acknowledged that South Asian women have
been, and continue to be, politically active. Important questions emerge from
Zora's double recognition. Firstly, what convergence of factors lead to this
doubleness of perception of South Asian women where they are deemed both
passive and yet active at the level of local politics? Secondly, to what extent can
the historicization of South Asian women contribute to a contextualized
understanding of their political agency? Thirdly, how have South Asian women
responded to sexist and racist discourses? These questions stand at the heart
of this work. In this study, therefore, | examine South Asian women'’s political

agency, making visible the contributions of women to social change with



reference to issues such as education, marriage and sexuality. In particular, |
explore South Asian women's roles and involvement in a broad range of local
organizations. Chapter One begins by examining South Asian women's political
agency and the relevance of feminism as an analytical tool for this study. The
chapter then introduces the conceptual terrain and the intellectual context of the
thesis. This is developed further in Chapter Two and then deployed in
subsequent chapters where | present and analyze my own data and engage
with the intellecfcual antecedents and arguments previously outlined. The last

two sections of Chapter One are devoted to the research process and an

outline of the thesis.

South Asian Women and Political Agency

The aim of the research is to move away from the myth of passivity to
counteract the objectification of South Asian women. With this in mind, the
different experiences of Asian women will be discussed, with a focus on the role
of discourses, in particular those concerning femininity and masculinity that
construct women as dependants, and thus deny them agency. It will
demonstrate that despite being constructed as subjects without agency South

Asian women have been politically active, even under the most oppressive

circumstances. As bell hooks comments:

Even in the worse circumstances of domination, the ability to manipulate one’s gaze in the face
of structures of domination, that would contain it, opens up the possibility of agency [...] Spaces
of agency exist for black people, wherein we can both interrogate the gaze of the Other but also

look back, and at one another, naming what we see.

(hooks, 1992:116)



The ‘spaces of agency’ and looking ‘at one another for South Asian women
have been constructed through the existence of women’s organizations and
women's specific roles in different types of organizations. My own awareness of
South Asian women organizing politically was based on knowledge related to
the existence of high profile secular organizations such as Southall Black
Sisters. Recent media coverage of forced marriage and honour killings has

heightened the profile of Southall Black Sisters further (The Guardian, 2003;
2004).

In this study it is through the narratives of women active in Asian women’s
organizations that a broader version of the political will be brought into play.
Although the conceptualization of agency remains a hotly debated issue in

social theory (McNay, 2000; Giddens,1984), the research will show South Asian
women as active agents. Political agency has been described as being ‘created
through situations and statuses conferred on them [subjects]’ (J.W.Scott,
1992:34). However, political agency also involves the capacity to make social
change, to resist structural constraints, and to challenge racist and sexist
discourses. Therefore, in this study political agency will be shown to have many
sites such as ‘race’, gender and religion, working in and against the
stereotypes. The different chapters will explore how agency is played out, how it
Is expressed in a variety of antagonisms. Taken as a whole, therefore, the
thesis will show how agency unfolds as multi-layered and as infused with
contradictions, ambiguities and ambivalences. Throughout the thesis, the
practices and experiences of political agency will be shown to develop through

the micro politics of living a life. Thus, through the women's narratives and their



constructions of identity and subjectivity, it will also demonstrate how women

are able to ‘rock the stereotype’.

Feminism as an Analytical Tool

Interviewing South Asian women and describing their experiences forms part of
a feminist understanding which includes non-traditional forms of political
activity. A feminist understanding also allows a move away from a masculinist
understanding of political agency (Sudbury, 1998). Therefore, feminism as an
analytical tool is central to this thesis for two reasons. Firstly, it draws on the
challenges posed to mainstream feminism by black feminists, specifically their
criticism of the construction of the universal woman and a particular notion of
experience. Secondly, it allows for a more informed understanding of the
political activism of South Asian women in British society by drawing on the
work of third world feminists. The importance of the link to third world feminism
is highlighted in Chapter Three where | employ feminism to understand
responses to historical and contemporary issues in India such as sati (widow
immolation) and the role of women in the Hindutva movement. It is this

understanding that the past and the present meet that forms the basis for this

thesis of political activism in Chapters One and Two.

Importantly, utilizing the work of black feminists and third world feminists
allowed me to engage with the concepts of ‘essentialism’, the ‘Other, and the
objectification and perceived homogeneity of third world women (Brah, 1996;
Mohanty, 1992). This had two important implications for my concerns. Firstly, it

opened up the concepts of ‘experience’ and ‘difference’. Secondly, it allowed



the examination of the intellectual context of contemporary feminist theory
through a historical lens. The conceptual link between the past and the present,
the west and the east, iIs made by using black feminist work such as Avtar
Brah’s notion of the ‘inferiorised Other’ and third world feminist work such as
Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s notion of a politics that is not bounded by
geography and time (Brah, 1996; Mohanty, 1992). From this, | develop the idea
that agency can be considered to be a dynamic space of manoeuvre within and
between discourses, places and spaces. | also draw on the idea of collective
identities and developments in feminist theory which use the idea of multiple
identities to explain political mobilization, and the link between agency, identity
and subjectivity (Mama, 1995). My intention is to problematize the notion of a

‘comforting story or narrative of the self’ (Hall, 1992a:277), i.e. to highlight the

contradictions in constructing a political identity.

Subsequent analytical chapters show how feminist theory with its language of
rights and equality can be deployed to explain moments in history when South
Asian women have been mobilized and how racism, sexism and religion impact
on their political activity. The predominant themes that emerge from the data
are racism, sexism and religion, and in the analytical chapters | have focused
on how they inter-relate with feminist understandings and my conception of
political agency. The data derived from the interviews drives the thesis,
especially in terms of ‘speaking’ to the theories, with the -thematic analysis of

the data functioning to integrate the thesis. Considered individually, racism as a

theme allows for a more outward analysis of political agency pointing to the
structural positioning of some South Asian women within British society. The

sexism theme is more of an inward analysis with a focus on how sexism within



their respective ‘communities’ operates to create oppressive conditions for
South Asian women. Religion is in a unique position because it speaks as both
an outward and an inward analysis. The role of religion moves between
discourses operating in British society and in countries such as Iran that serves

to highlight its contradictory nature as a political and personal identity.

The following section provides a starting point for the thesis by locating it within
a particular set of discussions about political activism in recent feminist theory.
It examines how the parameters of political activism relating to South Asian
women can be redefined with an emphasis on multiple sites of political activism

(Sudbury, 1998). This will be followed by a section that will interrogate concepts
associated with feminism to highlight the debate between western feminists and
black feminists. In particular the concepts ‘empowerment’ and ‘resistance’ will
be examined to show how black feminists responded to oppressive
mechanisms. What emerges is the proabtive force of political agency at grass

roots level which is evident in the narratives of the women | interviewed.

Feminism and Political Activism

This section deals with the changing feminist understandings of what
constitutes ‘the political’, with particular reference to organizational forms of
women’s political activities. | will suggest that the parameters of political
activism need to be broadened to incorporate forms of political activity which

are not normally associated with visible electoral politics. The process of
extending the parameters of what constitutes political activity is an important
step towards the inclusion of black women’s claim to political agency through

their activism (Sudbury, 1997). | will argue that although the process whereby



black® women have reclaimed ethnic identities in their pursuit of equality is

complex, it does not necessarily have to be viewed negatively.

The public sphere has conventionally been thought of as the location of politics,
whether it is through participation in political parties, trade unions or other forms
of civic activities (Elshtain, 1992; Okin, 1978). However, in relation to the first
two categories, women are excluded to a greater extent from these activities
than men. One example of this is the lesser representation of women in
Parliament in liberal democratic societies, such as Britain (Sudbury, 1998).
Exclusion from the male dominated public political sphere is recognized in the

following statement:

Women are the world’s largest excluded group. Even though they make up half the adult
population, and often contribute more than their share to society, inside and outside the home,
they are frequently excluded from positions of power.

(Human Development Report, UNDP, 1993:25)

If participation in formal structures is limited because of the dynamics of gender,
not only is a broader understanding of political activity required but we also need
to ask whether South Asian women face major obstacles to political activism
because of the intersection of gender, racism and culture. The impact of this
trajectory referred to as ‘triple oppression’ has been highlighted by black
feminists’ response to western feminism (1982; Mirza, 1986; Amos and Parmar,
1984; Carby). Although black feminist thinking has developed in different
directions over the last thity years and ‘black’ as an identity is open to

interpretation, it is important to retain the relevance of ‘black feminism’, This Is

expressed by Heidi Mirza in Black British Feminism:



[...] the political project [black feminism] has a single purpose: to excavate the silences and
pathological appearances of a collectivity of women assigned as the ‘other’ and produced in a
gendered, sexualized, wholly racialized discourse [...] there have been many sites of struggle:
migration, work, white feminist theory, and now identity and difference. If anything, what our

struggles demonstrate is that you can have difference (polyvocality) within a conscious
construction of sameness (i.e. black feminism).

(Mirza, 1997:20-21)

Therefore, ‘black feminism’, because of its concerns and approaches, offers a
way to understand and analyze issues which are relevant to South Asian women
and their participation in the public sphere. Black feminism also offers a possible
reconceptualizing of the public sphere, and for these reasons | will be drawing on
the work of black feminists (African-Caribbegn and South Asian) since the 1970s.
| will show why black feminism has been central to maintaining a fundamental
challenge to mainstream feminism, particularly with reference to racialized social
policy and legislation. The roles of sexism and racism are identified in Julia
Sudbury’s analysis of black women'’s political activism, where she claims that one
of the obstacles to political activism is situated in ‘the role of sexism in structuring
the dynamics within black communities’ (Sudbury, 1998:53). The importance of
Sudbury’s work is located in her critique of explanations that utilize culture as the
main obstacle to participation in politics. Sudbury critiques the ways in which
stereotypes are used for purposes of analysis, indicating the need to unrave| ‘the
complexities of racialized sexism’ (ibid.,, 1998:53). Racialized sexism is also
evident in historical accounts of the experiences of black women. The discourses
perpetuating racism and sexism with reference to South Asian women and the

denial of political agency are discussed in Chapters Five, Six and Seven.



If, as Sudbury argues, the dynamics within black communities impact on the
political activism of women, there is evidence to suggest that within the
parameters of community politics, political agency has indeed been
conceptualized as masculine (Layton-Henry, 1992; Anwar, 1991; Goulbourne,
1990) and the role of women unacknowledged. Similarly, feminists more
generally have been slow in their recognition of the ‘thorny issue’ of black
women's political agency. In community politics, although South Asian women
have participated in community campaigns® concerned with racism and injustices
of the criminal justice system, they have often encountered difficulties within a

‘macho atmosphere around everything political’ (Wilson, 1978:174). As | will

show, this legacy in which ‘the political’ is defined as inherently masculine has
been one powerful factor behind the designation of South Asian women as
passive and the occlusion of their activism. Such a designation is not only related
to the dominant conceptualizations of the public sphere but also embedded in
colonial discourse. In turning my attention to this in Chapter Three | will argue that
it is important to recognize black women’s political agency. In Chapters Five and
Six, 1 discuss why political agency is crucial in the context of social changé and
transformation — for South Asian women it challenges sexist and racialized
identities. In Chapter Seven | also look at the complexity of political agency based
on religion, as both a radical and conservative act requiring us to recognize its
strategic and subversive nature (Mirza, 1997; P, Patel, 1997; Siddiqui, 1991) with

reference to religious identity.

What follows is a discussion of forms of activism that challenge dominant ideas
of what constitutes political activism and stereotypes of South Asian women'’s

passivity. | will be exploring the existence of a multi-sited political agency that is



particularly relevant for my understanding of South Asian women'’s political

agency.

South Asian Women and Political Activism

Julia Sudbury comments on the multiple sites of political activism occupied by

black people:

In examining black people’s actions and decisions as voters, as politicians and as participants
of grassroots organisations, they [studies of black political organisations and institutions] have
shown that black people are active agents for change. Goulbourne (1990) has characterized
this new approach as encompassing a ‘view from below’ which includes black people’s own

interpretations of their actions, focusing not just on institutional change, but also on the

individuals who bring it about.

(Sudbury, 1998:51)

Sudbury’s work goes some way towards expanding the boundaries of the
concgption of political activism with regards to black women’s organizations that
are viewed as being at the forefront of empowering women. Within an analysis
of contemporary theories of racism and racialization, Sudbury examines how
women become politically mobilized. She goes on to challenge dominant
conceptualizations of political activism and demonstrates that a form of less
visible political agency exists simultaneously with the more recognized forms

through elections, political parties and trade unions.

When considering the political activity of South Asian women and their
negotiations with political, economic and social structures, it is usetul to highlight
a number of factors that need to be taken into consideration. These are the length

of residence in Britain; political activism in the country of origin; acquisition of

10



citizenship rights; positioning within and links to a community. In Britain there are
established communities from the Indian subcontinent that have both citizenship
rights and have developed their involvement in local, grass roots and official party
politics (Visram, 2002; Werbner, 2002; Solomos and Back, 1995). The
involvement of women is also evident from the earlier writings of black feminists
which illustrate the range of black women’s political activity: from industrial action®
to campaigning against racist legislation (the ‘SUS’ law)®, immigration laws and
domestic violence (Southall Black Sisters, 1990; ; Bryan, Dadzie and Scafe,
1985; Wilson, 1978). Such campaigns for change have emerged from black
women'’s experiences, the starting point of which is the community, stretching to
the wider domain through which alliances and coalitions have been made.
Examples of coalitions among black women include, the Organization of Women
of African and Asian Descent (OWAAD), the Black Lesbian Group, Brixton Black

Women’s Group, and Brent Asian Women’s Refuge. The political activities of

black women have demonstrated in the past how they have engaged and

negotiated power relations in the community, home and society.

The work of organizations such as Southall Black Sisters and the Newham
Asian Women’s Project, in the field of immigration legislation, domestic violence
and antiracism, has raised the public profile of South Asian women. These
organizations also provide a network; thus Southall Black Sisters (originally a
mixed organization of African-Caribbean and South Asian women) has been

able to make coalitions with other women’s organization (African-Caribbean,

white and Asian), and the civil and human rights movements (Siddiqui, 2000).

11



This was evident in the high profile case of Kiranjit Aluwahlia® that received
extensive media coverage. It also illustrates that ‘activism within the Asian
women’s movement, and within the wider women’s movement, was at a high
point at the time. Southall Black Sisters (SBS) and Justice For Women (JFW)
organized large demonstrations and public meetings well attended by women
and the media’ (Siddiqui, 2000: 86). The coalitions and the names of
organizations suggest that South Asian women are part of the overall feminist
movement, but, because some of the issues are specific to South Asian
women, Siddiqui uses the term Asian women’s movement. However, in my view

the concept ‘black feminism’ needs to be retained as often closure can occur

through identity politics (Mirza, 1997).

South Asian women, as part of the women’s movement described by Siddiqui,
have been shown to act on their own behalf and for others. The question here,

is what are the enabling factors leading women into organized feminist
activism? South Asian women’s political activism stems from gendered

racialized inequalities. It is through ‘action’ or agency that social change can be

instigated. This is the point argued by Amos and Parmar:

We have to look at the crucial question of how we organise in order that we address ourselves
to the totality of our oppression. For us there is no choice. We cannot simply prioritise one
aspect of our oppression to the exclusion of others, as the realities of our day to day lives
makes it imperative for us to consider the simultaneous nature of our oppression and

exploitation. Only a synthesis of class, race, gender and sexuality can lead us forward, as these

form the matrix of Black women's lives.

(Amos and Parmar, 1984:18)

12



Indeed black feminist concerns are a combination of issues in terms of the
consequences of different oppressive mechanisms for black women. The
second wave feminist movement of the 1970s could not adequately address the
interlocking systems of oppression — ‘race’, class, gender, and heterosexism.
Nevertheless, second wave feminism fundamentally challenged what was seen
as political. With the introduction of politics into the private sphere, through the
slogan ‘the personal is political’, feminism challenged and destabilized the link
between women and the private sphere and that between politics and the public
sphere. Feminist thought provided a sustained critique of this issue through
‘consciousness raising groups’ and by transforming private experiences into
public political forums. The private sphere shifted from being regarded as
apolitical to becoming a focal point of pdlitical analysis. The relationship
between the private and the public is premised on the idea that individuals’ lives
are situated within specific historical and social environments. These conditions
directly contribute to human experience and how we come to understand them.
The premise of feminist thought is that women’s experiences have developed

through the political, economic and social structures of society, and thereby

revealed that the structure of society was one of inequality (Hartmann, 1981).

Feminism as a body of theory has gone through many different phases,
developing in different directions, and in the process it has blurred the
conceptual and political distinction between the public and the private. Thus, it

may be pertinent to think of the distinction between the public and the private as
ideological: after all men and women occupy both the public and the private. As

a plural movement however, second wave feminism accomplished the task of

13



politicizing every aspect of women'’s lives. Michele Barrett comments on this

politicization:

We have asserted the importance of consciousness, ideology, imagery and symbolism for our
battles [...] Feminism has politicized everyday life — culture in the anthropological sense of the
lived practices of a society — to an unparalleled degree. Feminism has also politicized the
various forms of artistic and imaginative expression that are more popularly known as culture,
reassessing and transforming film, literature, the theatre and so on.

(Barrett, 1982:37)

The work of high profile feminists within various political traditions serves to
llustrate the focal points of feminist activity, i.e. oppression and patriarchal
power (Walby, 1986; Hartmann, 1981; Barrett, 1980; Millett, 1977; Oakley,
1974). Additionally, feminism has developed different explanations to
understand women’s experiences, and it would therefore be more appropriate
to state that a range of ‘feminisms’ have developed over time. However, the
shared belief in the universal oppression of women by white western feminists
failed to acknowledge differences of racial identity. The lack of
acknowledgement of differences, race blindness, and the exclusion of black
women provided the catalyst for a repudiation of ethnocentric theories
advanced by white feminists. In this context the failure of white feminists to
acknowledge other dimensions and relations of power has resulted in critiques
by black feminists. The critiques offer a more critical insight into the Othering

process, claimed by white feminists (Ussher, 1991; de Beauvoir, 1949).

Black feminists’ critiques of the Othering process demonstrate the ways in
which white feminists are able to construct black women as ‘other Others’

(Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1996). The objectification of black women in the west

14



and the third world is evident in earlier writings which present Other women as
victims of oppressive and brutal patriarchal practices (Daly, 1978). These
accounts reproduce Orientalist discourses of the past concerning practices
such as sati’ (which will be discussed in Chapter Three) and contribute to the

production of a contemporary discursive environment in which South Asian
women are positioned as passive and without agency. Commenting on the

process of objectification of black women, Chandra Talpade Mohanty states:

Third World women, on the other hand, never rise above the debilitating generality of the
“object” status. While radical and liberal feminist assumptions of women as a sex class might
elucidate (however inadequately) the autonomy of particular women's struggles in the West, the
application of the notion of women as a homogeneous category to women in the third world
colonizes and appropriates the pluralities of the simultaneous location of different groups of
women in social class and ethnic frameworks; in doing so it ultimately robs them of their
historical and political agency. [original emphasis]

(Mohanty, 1991b:71-72)

Thus, if black women never rise above the status of objectification, what can we
say about their political agency? | will argue that, although generalizations of
the variety of feminisms should be avoided, categories such as ‘western’, ‘white’
or ‘black’ as political identities can be retained as tools of analysis. Therefore, |
will be using black feminism as both a conceptual category and a form of social
practice to identify black women’s experiences of their history, location,
colonialism, racism and sexism. | will be drawing on. the narratives of the
women participants in this research to demonstrate that it is the dual modalities

of racism and sexism which have provided the springboard for their activism:

‘The main problem that an Asian woman could suffer from in this country is

15



alienation and isolation and [the refuge] is based on the premise that Asian
women suffer from double discrimination, that of sexism and racism. That is the
whole ethos that [the Asian Women's Project] is built on. This is a hostile
country, a racist and a hostile country.’

(Neesha, Asian Women'’s Project)

In addition to issues of racism and sexism | will be using Benedict Anderson’s
(1983) conception of ‘imagined community’ as a political definition which serves
to illustrate the emergence of ‘imagined communities of women with divergent
histories and locations, woven together by the political threads of opposition to
forms of domination that are not only pervasive but also systemic’ (Mohanty,
1991a:4). The political threads of opposition have been demonstrated by the
ability of black and South Asian womén in Britain to organize against and resist
forms of domination — state racism, victim status in white feminism, and sexism
within the community. They have avoided being robbed of political agency and

as active agents have empowered themselves in opposition to dominant sexist

and racist discourses.

The next section explores the concepts of ‘empowerment’ and ‘resistance’ in
relation to the political activities of South Asian women against racism and
sexism. These themes are then discussed in more detail in Chapters Five and
Six and the discussion here helps to establish the ways in which my work

develops out of and extends existing debates and perspectives

Empowerment and Resistance
Empowerment consists of the development and awareness of several
interrelated components: equality, rights and opportunities, capacity building,

skills development, control/power over decision-making, and overcoming
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discrimination (Karl, 1995). Thus, participation in politics in whichever form
could be considered a partial act of empowerment. The empowerment process
can be collective and/or individual involving the ability to organize, to act and to
instigate social change. Although empowerment is a contested issue, Patricia

Hill-Collins describes empowerment as a physical and psychic process of self-

definition. She states:

Becoming empowered through self-knowledge even within conditions that severely limit one’s
ability to act, is essential [...] Because our actions change the world from one in which we
merely exist to one over which we have some control, they enable us to see everyday life as

being in process and therefore amenable to change. By persisting in the journey toward self-

definition we are changed, and this change empowers us.

(Collins, 1991:111-113)

Collins’ process of self-definition is particularly relevant with reference to the
impact of gender, ‘race’ and class. She states ‘this journey toward self-definition
has political significance’ (Collins, 1991:106) and its relevance cannot be under-
estimated. Yet the question remains, where can these actions which instigate
social change occur? Is it enough to act individually or is it more beneficial to
act collectively as an organization? Collins’ examples of empowerment range
from individual acts, such as song writing, singing and literature, to collective
acts through organizations and groups. These actions can be understood as a
rejection of a dominant ideology, which objectifies black women as the ‘other

Other. This was the charge Ilevelled against western feminist

conceptualizations of black women.

If political participation and politicization are regarded as acts of empowerment

in the self-definition process, it follows that forms of action are required. Thus,
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the ability ‘to act’ in the face of oppression requires an understanding of women
as active agents, in other words, women with agency. Julia Sudbury comments

on empowerment:

For the organizations studied, the idea of personal empowerment of black women featured as a
common theme. Empowerment was seen as encompassing a broad range of practical and
emotional issues which | have grouped around three themes: self-confidence, education and

economic development. The first area was the most commonly mentioned.

(Sudbury, 1998:61)

The three themes outlined by Sudbury refer to self-confidence in domestic
violence situations; education with reference to black history and assertiveness
training; and economic development, which refers to escape routes out of
poverty through employment and entrepreneurial skills. She argues that

personal empowerment needs to be viewed alongside participation in collective

action to instigate social change.

Among the debates with which this research engages it is necessary to
examine what is meant by the concept ‘empowerment’, and consider its
usefulness as a tool of analysis for my concerns. Empowerment is often used in
connection with women and it involves the contested term ‘power’. Sociological
debates have revolved around the meaning of the term, from ‘power over which
implies control over a person or groups of people (Dahl, 1961; Bachrach and
Baratz, 1970), to ‘power to’, ‘power from within’, and ‘power with’. These last
three meanings of power are considered to be generative, whereas the ‘power
over meaning can involve domination through overt coercion and subtle

psychological processes. The understanding of ‘power over is exemplified in
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Amina Mama'’s study of black women's subjectivity (Mama, 1995). She shows
that, for some of the women whom she interviewed, their identity had been
forged through a ‘colonial-integrationist discourse’. Mama designates this a kind
of internalized oppression/colonialism or a ‘dependency complex’ (Fanon,

1952:99). The following is a description of “Mona” in Amina Mama’s study,
which emphasizes the impact of a ‘colonial-integrationist discourse’. It illustrates

how a discourse can have ‘power over' black people through their experiences

in a society:

Colonial-integrationist discourse conveys a message of conformity and an acceptance ‘of white
hegemony [...] As a child, Mona, a British-born black child, wished to conform to the dominant
order as symbolised by the ‘Bisto-ad. Father’ carving the Sunday joint. In wishing for her family
to conform to the hegemonic idea of a nuclear family with particular gender roles and customs,
we can now say that Mona is recalling her position in colonial-integrationist discourse. She was

being positioned by her British experience, which her family does not really conform to; she
resented the fact that her Caribbean father went off to the betting shop instead of doing what

she felt (and the dominant white society said) fathers should do on Sundays.

(Mama, 1995:100)

Internalized oppression is also evident in the high suicide rates amongst South
Asian women. Statistics for South Asian women are higher than any other
group within the 15 to 25 age range and is increasingly becoming a concern for
organizations dealing with young South Asian women. Research® has been
carried out by Asian women's organizations in an attempt to uncover the
reasons for these high rates of suicide. These organizations, and others in
supportive roles such as counselling and training, provide us with information of

a group of women whose agency is questioned, particularly through

undertaking acts such as self-harm. This makes the task of presenting Asian
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women as having a positive sense of themselves more difficult. Instead they
can come to be seen as women who have internalized their oppression.
However, alongside the figures showing the high rates of suicide and self-harm
among South Asian women, such women also have a long history of
autonomous organization. This suggests that the picture is far more complex

than any simple or singular pattern of ‘internalized oppression’.

The implication of the ‘power over’ conceptualization as described above, is that

there is a finite supply of power. Therefore, some people have less power than
others do and a feminist understanding would position women as less powerful
than men. If this is carried to its logical conclusion then the act of empowering
women, through consciousness raising, represents a threat to those who hold
power, Iin so far as it may result in a reversal of power relations. South Asian
women’s involvement in organizations which empower them is often regarded
as a threat to the internal dynamics of the community. This is evident in the

following statement by one of the participants working for an organization

specifically for South Asian women:

‘Men have been determined to close down the organization [...] To be thought
of as a homewrecking organization or pulling families apart is completely stupid.
We aren’t the cause of domestic violence. What we also offer is actually training
courses, so if someone comes to and visits the resource centre, no one Knows
that the person is coming because of domestic violence. It could be because
she wants to study English.’

(Kanwal, Asian Women'’s Project).

Kanwal highlights not only the threat to men’s power but also how organizations
for South Asian women can offer an alternative to being the victim of domestic
violence through the generative process of empowerment skills. A generative

form of power is one which can create new opportunities for women because
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‘bower is both the source of oppression in its abuse and the source of
emancipation in its use’ (Radtke and Stam, 1994:8) whatever the complex of
social, familial and psychological factors. Some women enjoy seeing other
women achieve and reach their full potential. Such pleasure was certainly
evident among those women who worked in refuges and experienced women
suffering from what has been described as ‘internalized oppression’ through
being casualties of domestic violence. Other examples include empowering

women with knowledge so that they are able to negotiate with those in positions
- of authority. The following are examples of narratives from this research in
which empowerment is conceptualized as a generative process. This can be

described as ‘the power some people have of stimulating activity in others and

raising their morale’ (Hartsock, 1985: 223).

‘Empowerment is not only education but the women acquiring skills so that they
can question society.’

(Surin and Maria, Asian Women'’s Project)

{My job description] says it is empowering young people within a social and
recreational context. For example if | am taking a young woman to see a
councillor, it is a form of empowerment. This is the way to get what you want,
I'm not actually going to do it for you, you do it but let's go through a process
before we get there. From the feedback | get, that's how | evaluate

empowerment and say that | have empowered that young person.’
(Sonya, Youth Project)

‘The satisfying element of my work is that quite often we are able to settle a
number of our clients back into the community to lead independent lives.’
(Zainab, Asian Women's Project)

‘We aim to change a woman’s quality of life. It never ceases to amaze me
because when she comes through there, she wants to die. Give her fifteen days
and she becomes stronger, some of them go on to have careers. At the end of
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the day we help them and my job satisfaction is that | have given a woman the

chance to change her life.’
(Neesha, Asian Women’s Project)

! actually wanted to help Asian women, | wanted to promote the kind of
services that are around and have the kind of mechanisms and structures
whereby they can access them. Where there aren'’t services, | wanted to be part

of a movement to create services. When | talk about empowerment, it's not
about grand conferences and seminars or sending stuff out and asking women
to come to the seminars. It's about the little things as well. When we help
women fill in forms, | don’t do it and just get them to sign it. No it's actually
about sitting down with the woman saying, have you actually seen a form like
this? Do you know what kind of questions they are asking you? It is time
consuming but it is also educational for the women when they go to places like

the DSS.’
(Sofia, Asian Women'’s Project)

Power used in the sense conveyed in these statements shows how refuge
workers do not lose any of their power through the empowerment process;
rather, we could say that this form of power generates more power. In other
words, women involved in the kind of political action represented by self-help
groups construct their work objectives in terms of a narrative of ‘help’ and
‘uplift’. The women ‘being helped’ are presented as being lifted out of the state
of ‘internalized oppression’ as a result of their experiences. Some feminist
theory draws on the Foucauldian understanding of power as relational and
multiple and its existence relies on the moments it is exercised within social
relationships. Thus, power is seen as ‘a mode of action upon action’ (Foucault,
1982: 222). Therefore, in the quotes above it is possible to view the participants’
actions as a form of generative power because the providers (the ‘helpers’) feel
empowered. This form of empowerment provides them with a further capacity
for agency. Therefore, they have the ability to further a mode of action and seilf-
definition, even if this is slight by the staﬁdards of a project of transformation.

This generative power can be thought of as subversive of hegemonic
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assumptions and webs of social relations in which the users are located. This is
never a completed or finished process but a move in an interactive cycle of

contestation and self-definition.

So far, the discussion has drawn attention to: firstly, how there has been a
broadening of feminist theory through the challenges to the racist constructions
of black womanhood; secondly, the conceptualizations of power that allow
South Asian women’s activism to be visible; thirdly, the approaches to thinking
about how political spaces can be created for activism and how this is related to
the process of self-definition. However, we also need to relate these to political
agency. Therefore, if power is associated with resistance, an assumption is that
resistance comes to be viewed as the result of domination or oppression.
Resistance conceptualized as the opposite of domination means that it is quite
possible to see concrete acts of resistance as defiance of authority. From this
perspective it is tenable to view visible forms of resistance such as industrial
action or strikes (Wilson, 1978) as the measure of agencﬁ. Another application
of resistance is the case of black consciousness that changed the meaning of

black to a positive concept through organized struggle and resistance. Stuart

Hall comments:

‘Black could not be converted to ‘black is beautiful’ simply by wishing it so. It had to become par

of an organized practice of struggles requiring the building up of black resistance as well as the

development of new forms of black consciousness.

(Hall, 1982: 62)

On resistance which is not so easily recognizable or visible, Steve Pile (1997)

argues that resistance can also operate subtly in other spaces, not defined by
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those in authority and thus more difficuit to control. He states on the

domination—resistance link:

Thus, it is no longer sufficient to assume that resistance arises from innate political subjectivities
which are opposed to, or marginalised by, oppressive practices; whereby those who benefit
from relations of domination act to reproduce them, while the oppressed have a natural interest
in over-turning the situation. Instead, resistant political subjectivities are constituted through
positions taken up not only in relation to authority — which may well leave people in awkward,
ambivalent, down-right contradictory and dangerous places — but also through experiences
which are not so quickly labelled ‘power’.

(Pile, 1997: 3)

The process of thinking about alternatives and resistance is captured in the

following statement by bell hooks:

Our living depends on our ability to conceptualize alternatives, often improvised. Theorizing
about this experience aesthetically, critically is an agenda for radical cultural practice. For me
this space of radical openness is a margin = a profound edge. Locating oneself there is difficult

yet necessary. It is not a ‘safe’ place. One is always at risk. One needs a community of

resistance.

(hooks, 1991: 149)

Both Pile and hooks highlight the necessity of decolonizing the mind of the
Internalized oppression/colonialism discussed in the empowerment section. It is
a move away from associating political identities with forms of resistancé which
are obvious, towards the idea of subjectivities and the multiplicity of
experiences and power. The writings of black British feminists from the 1970s ta
the present illustrate the response to oppression through changing forms of

resistance, and to changes in structural relations of power and identity. Earlier
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writing has involved calling on collective and essentialized forms of identity
~based on common experiences. Although there are many critiques of
essentialism, it is recognized that essentialized identities can mobilize women.
However, it can influence the uncritical adoption of a static identity. It is the
challenge to universal forms of identity that bell hooks states: ‘can open up new
possibilities for the construction of the self and the assertion of agency’ (hooks,

1991:28). Agency therefore needs to be viewed not only as resistance to

oppression but also as a proactive force.

In light of the discussion above on empowerment and resistance, a pertinent
question to ask in relation to women's agency is: what factor enables women to
act on their own behalf and for others? Organized feminist activism in which

women ‘act’ to bring about social change is not restricted to the binary of active
and passive status. Instead, we need to view it as a liberating active social
force. Therefore, gender inequality and the binary of active men versus
passive/victim women can no longer serve as an adequate explanation,

particularly with the emergence of newer types of ‘autonomy and constraint

(McNay, 2000). Lois McNay explains:

[...] inequalities are emerging along generational, class and racial lines where structural
divisions amongst women are as significant as divisions between men and women. Feminist
theory has registered the ambiguous effects of these soclal changes through a rethinking of the
concepts of gender, identity and agency. In so far as these concepts, inherited from first-wave
teminism, are premised upon notions of patriarchal domination, they do not explain sufficiently
the types of behaviour and action exhibited by men and women |n their negotiation of complex
soclal relations. In short, underlying the move away from what are regarded as relatively

ahistorical theories of patriarchy and female subordination is an attempt to reconceptualise

agency |...]
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(McNay, 2000:1-2)

The proactive force of agency is evident in some of the women’s narratives in

this research, as the following statement made by a law graduate indicates:

It was a conscious decision, one, because | had actually read about [it] before [
even applied to the Asian Women’s Project, so | knew something about it. |

knew they were pro-active and they did a lot of good work, and they publicized
themselves. | thought I'd like to be with that sort of organization thats

continually growing and expanding. They've done a lot of research, taking on

different aspects of the Asian community, not just domestic violence. | wanted
to work for an organization like that.’

(Kanwal, Asian Women's Project)

Kanwal offers a rationalized reason for her desire to become part of an

organization that was involved in promoting social change amongst the South
Asian community. She has also recognized the differences in experience
amongst South Asian women. The thesis builds on this by examining the impact
of the concepts ‘experience’ and ‘difference’ on agency and identity through the
changing lens of feminism - the enabling factor for women’s activism. The
thesis will also examine the role of historical discourses, racial and sexist
oppression, and the role that religion plays in women’s political organizatioﬁ,
mobilization and agency. Given the focus on experience and agency, it was
important for me to consider not only who to research but also the research
process itself. The next section therefore introduces the research process, in
particular the background to choosing South Asian women as the subjects of

study.

The Research Process: ‘Choosing’ the Subject of Study
In the previous section | outlined some of the intellectual terrain charted with

feminist theory and politics that provided part of the context for this study. This
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section looks at how South Asian women became the subjects of the study.
Although | return to methodological issues in more detail in Chapter Four the
following indicates the reasons why the work was undertaken. In choosing
South Asian women's political agency as the focus of the thesis, the first step
was to identify studies which have concentrated on South Asian women'’s
political agency and political organization (Wilson, 1978; Southall Black Sisters,
1990). Most academic work on this subject has tended to give anthropological
or cultural accounts for the apparent ‘lack’ of activity amongst South Asian
women (Khan, 1979, 1976). Although there have been other texts from the
1980s such as The Heart of the Race: Black Women’s Lives in Britain (Bryan et
al., 1985) and Charting the Journey: Writings by Black and Third World Women
(Grewal et al.,, 1988), they did not speak specifically about the political
participation of South Asian women. Viewed within a broadened spectrum that
Includes grass roots level activity, there is recent evidence of black women’s
(including South Asian women) political activism (Davis and Cooke, 2002;
Siddiqui, 2002; Sudbury, 1998). However, parallel to the intellectual

developments that generated a field of contestation to the discursive positioning

of South Asian women, factors which are directly related to the issue of political
activism have to be considered. Thus this research came about as a result of
two factors which are linked to political activism: firstly, the low levels of political
activity in visible electoral politics, and secondly, the limited amount of literature
available on South Asian women. The broad objectives for the research were:

firstly, to investigate the perceived idea that particular groups of women were
not likely to be involved in politics; secondly, to explore the reasons behind the
discourse which presents South Asian women in a stereotypical way, i.e. as

passive and dependent; thirdly, to add to academic knowledge through a
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historicization of South Asian women. The historicization process not only
provides a link between the past and the present but it also contextualizes the
positioning of South Asian women in British society. Historicization is
particularly important in contradicting the stereotypical perception of South
Asian women’s lack of involvement in political activity. This third objective led
my investigation to the Indian subcontinent where women have been invoived in
political movements such as the anti-British movement and, less predictably,

the feminist movement and more recently within the Hindutva movement.

The broad objectives of this study described above can be more specifically

identified as a series of key aims for this thesis. These are:

e to explore the idea of South Asian women’s political agency through a

historical and contemporary analysis;

e to shift the debate away from the victim status assigned to South Asian

women through an exploration of their political involvement in organizations;

e to understand how South Asian women’s experiences and the

interpretations of identity feed into their political agency;

e to unravel some of the complexities involved in the construction of political

identity, subjectivity and agency.

In the unraveling of the complexities, the thesis examined the role of racism and

sexism. However, it took a new direction when religion was included as an
identity around which South Asian women organized politically. Initially religion
did not feature in my analysis but was brought to my attention during a
conference paper | presented on the data collected. In the debate after the

paper it became evident that Islam was considered to be an increasingly
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important and powerful identity for Muslim women. Indeed during the course of
the research | found that those organizations which were organized on the
basis of religion were predominantly Muslim women’s organizations. They had
been set up mainly to verse women of the equality described in the Koran.
Often the women organized with the consent of Muslim men and sometimes in
the face of opposition. On the basis of the prompt given to me at the
conference | decided to add religion as a modality through which to interpret the
data. Therefore, in Chapter Seven | discuss in detail how the Muslim is
positioned as the Other through powerful discourses. In addition, | also engage
with the ideas of equality and rights through a discussion of the apparently

contradictory relationship between Islam, political agency, and feminism.

My own awareness of South Asian women organizing politically was based on
knowledge related to the existence of high profile secular organizations such as
Southall Black Sisters. Recent media coverage of forced marriage and honour
killings has heightened the organization’s profile further (The Guardian, 2003;
2004). To find out about South Asian women required contacting organizations
such as Southall Black Sisters. My aim was to facilitate a dialogue with South
Asian women and more importantly to collect data for this research through
arranging interviews with them. As a method of introduction to women who
were politically active at grass roots level, | initially perceived this to be a
relatively easy task. However, | also feit uneasy because | expected that they

would find my inquiry a burden on their resources. Yet | had to access South

Asian women and the opportunity arose when a colleague received a request

from an Asian women's project for volunteers to carry out management
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committee duties. | decided to get involved, for personal and political reasons
as much as to gain research data.

Involvement in management committees requires constant attention to detail,
funding and viability. It was a role | was prepared to take on, although from the
beginning of the research not only was | aware of ethical considerations of
joining a project but also the ways in which it would enhance and ground the
research. The latter consideration was important in order to avoid any allegation
of my lack of involvement in an Asian women’s project. Thus, being part of a
project validated the research. The experience also allowed me to witness at
first hand the methods used to run a voluntary organization and the
development work carried out. It also facilitated contact with South Asian
women undertaking various roles such as solicitor and child welfare officer.
Although the method used for this research is not participant observation, | was
made an ‘insider’ and was able to observe and participate in the activities of the
project. Nevertheless, it was nearly a year before | first approached a possible
first interviewee. Despite my uneasiness about taking up women’'s precious
time, the research was welcomed by them. | remained a member of the
management committee for the duration of the research, and long afterwards.
The project had provided direct access to women and subsequently to other

women across London who might not otherwise have been available to me.

The Argument So Far

| have argued that if the participation of South Asian women is limited within
formal structures, their participation at grass roots level represents political
agency. The recognition of political agency with an emphasis on multiple sites

of political activism is considered to be crucial in the conceptual shift from
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regarding South Asian women as lacking in agency. By drawing on the work of
high profile organizations such as Southall Black Sisters | have shown how
South Asian women’s political activity has stemmed from racialized and
gendered inequalities. The obijectification of South Asian women has been
challenged through black feminist involvement in strategies of resistance and
empowerment aimed at overcoming the internalized oppression of discourses
embedded in history. | have therefore suggested that the participants in this
study use generative power to empower other women. This type of power
subverts hegemonic assumptions and webs of social relations and has the
potential to bring about social change. | have also posited the idea that
resistance is linked to consciousness and that the conceptualization of
resistance cannot be limited to a view of it as a reaction to domination or
oppression. Although it has involved the use of essentialized identities, the

process of resistance has also enabled the possibility of exploring the

construction of the self and political agency.

Political agency is central to the thesis and will be examined within a historical
context to illustrate South Asian women'’s involvement in political movements.
This is achieved despite the influential discourses of Othering of colonial
subjects and the sexist oppression from within the community. With reference to
the research data, three chapters are dedicated to the analysis of the dominant
themes of racism, sexism and religion. Each chapter demonstrates how South
Asian women are able to claim political identities and exercise political agency.
Although some political identities such as Islam may be regarded as

contradictory to women’s emancipation, the thesis will show how women have
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been engaged in the struggle for equality. The following section therefore

provides a detailed outline of the study.

Outline of the Study

Chapter Two continues to trace the theoretical journey that feminism has made
iIn the understanding of women’s agency, identity and subjectivity. It engages
with the debates around the conceptualization of identity, subjectivity and
agency. Although it will highlight the complexities and difficulties associated with
these concepts, it will also offer insights. | will also explore how a reformulation
of agency is accompanied by the different ways women resist, subvert and
claim identity. Through poststructuralist feminist understandings | argue that
subjectivity informs identity. Such a shift in feminist thinking has served to
highlight differences between black women. Yet the notion of collective and
essentialized identities needs to be retained to show that identities of black

women based on experience steeped in history and cultural identifications can

be used to mobilize around.

| argue that the ‘Other’ (black women) can speak from the margins as active
agents who resist dominant discourses (Hall,1992; hooks, 1992; Bhabha, 1990;
Parmar, 1990). | suggest that black feminism has taken into account the
diversity of experience and difference, whilst retaining a sense of the collective.
Thus collective identities based on shared cultural histories and the construction

of multiple and collective identities are equally important. Therefore, the chapter
highlights the ways in which South Asian women make multiple forms of

identification, which may appear contradictory, based on ethnicity, ‘race’ and
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religion. This process facilitates calling on essentialized identities as political

identities and demonstrates the constant shifting of boundaries.

Chapter Three has a historical focus and is divided into three parts. It maps out

the terrain through a historical contextualization of South Asian women’s
agency and identity. Part One explores the production of knowledge and
dominant representations of South Asian women, through hegemonic colonial
discourses beginning with a conceptualization of the ‘Other. The process of
Othering is underpinned by a binary understanding that continues to be used by
many contemporary writers. | will highlight the ways in which South Asian
women have historically been, and continue to be, positioned as the Other, as a
subject without agency. The intention is to provide a descriptive account, which
explains how contemporary stereotypes of South Asian women draw on
historical portrayals and positionings. In doing so it lays out the ground for the

study and theorization of the historically. racialized identity of South Asian

women (Mama, 1995).

Part Two introduces the beginnings of a feminist movement and the nationalist
movements’ incorporation of an agenda to promote the rights of women. These
two movements represent key moments in the history of South Asian women
through their struggles to be recognized as active agents. The role of women in
the nationalist movement was central and this section highlights the ways in

which men struggled over the public involvement of women. Parallels can be

drawn between the feminist movement in India and the west (Kumar, 1989;

Trivedi, 1984) and therefore this section also looks at the similarities in
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activities, the mobilization of experience and the challenge this poses to

western feminism.

Part Three of Chapter Three looks at the complexity involved in the theorization
of agency particularly when compounded by the role of religion. Religion has
become a force which provides women with the status of ‘active participants’.
Thus, the power of religion is explored through the increasing popularity of
religious identities across the Indian subcontinent and in Britain. The
mobilization of women is contained within the area of increased communalism
in both locations, with the Muslim positioned as the ‘racialized Other. The
Hindutva movement in India is used as an example to illustrate how women

have become involved in right wing politics in opposition to the rights based

feminist movement.

Having established that South Asian women’s agency is complex and that the
past can have an impact on the present across space and time (Mohanty,1992),
| will argue in the following chapters that South Asian women, despite their
negative portrayals, are active participants and have the ability to instigate
transformation and social change through resistance and subversion. | will also

show the processes which link agency, subjectivity and identity.

Chapter Four provides an account of the methods employed to conduct the
research and situates the research in the debates around methodological
issues. In particular | will be making references to feminist methodology and its
impact on the research process. During the process of examining feminist

epistemology, it will become evident that there is much to be gained and



learned. It will highlight the discussions around feminist research and the
associated difficulties and dilemmas a researcher faces using this method. The
chapter provides an account of how | have drawn together and utilized some of
the methodological issues within a feminist framework of data collection and

analysis.

The chapter is in four parts and considers:

e what counts as feminist research;

e the research sample, the interviews, and interview method employed;

e the methods employed in the analysis of data collected,;

o reflexivity - locating the researcher, gaining access, power relations and
knowledge production, reciprocity, ‘race’ as an influential factor;

e Dblack feminist epistemology.

Chapters Five, Six and Seven engage with the data collected from the
interviews carried out with South Asian women in London. The data is
organized around three major themes, with the chapters focusing respectively
on the significance of ‘race’, sexism and religion, and their impact on the lives of
these women. Each chapter engages with the debates around women's
activism, feminism and knowledge production. Through the narratives, | will
illuminate ideas about the self, the complex role of agency, and challenges to
the victim status of South Asian women. | will also consider the women'’s roles

and their involvement in panticular types of organizations,

Chapter Five focuses on the racialization of South Asian women and the ways

in which it is deeply embedded in power structures. Drawing on our knowledge
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of the historically constructed nature of South Asian women’s identities, the
narratives offer an insight into the impact of ‘race’ on South Asian women’s
political activism as postcolonial subjects. Here | utilize feminist theory by
looking at discourses, identity and agency. The powerful nature of discourse is
evident in the narratives, particularly where they draw on historical
representations to show the invisibility of South Asian women within feminist
discourse (Rattansi, 1994; Brah, 1987; Parmar, 1982). | will put forward the
argument that, despite the exclusionary nature of the feminist agenda (for black
women), the issue of rights and equality and agency feature as a major theme
in the women’s narratives. Here | will also draw on developments in feminist
theory which expand the concept ‘woman’ towards poststructuralist ideas of
‘multiple significations’ or ‘partial fixation of identities’, whilst retaining the need
for coalitions based on essentialized forms of identity (Butler, 1992; Mouffe,
1992). | argue that South Asian women draw on cultural forms of identity, and
fix them temporarily to resist racism within organizations which are constantly
undergoing a process of change (Sudbury, 1998). By referring to theoretical
developments, | will demonstrate how the idea of a continuum can provide the

conceptual framework for linking the individual to the structural processes.

Continuing the theme of equality and rights in opposition to the victim status,
evident in chapter five, Chapter Six focuses closely on the impact of sexist
discourse such as acceptable forms of femininity, behaviour and sexuality.

Theoretical developments in the analysis of patriarchy will be used as a

descriptive, not an analytical tool to show that despite the one dimensional and

stereotypical understanding of South Asian women as oppressed by patriarchal

structures, the narratives demonstrate an understanding of oppression and the
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initiatives taken for facilitating social change (Pollert, 1996; Lorde, 1989). The
research will also highlight the interconnection that occurs at the level of social
relations, incorporating the idea of structural constraint and agency. The

concepts of ‘izzat’ (honour) and ‘sharam’ (shame) require women to uphold the

ideology of what constitutes acceptable forms of behaviour. Significantly, the
narratives illustrate how women are able to challenge and subvert dominant
forms of ideology by investigating what constitutes a ‘good’ and ‘bad’ women

and a typical Asian woman (Brah, 1997; Phizacklea, 1990; Bhachu, 1988).

Also in this chapter, | will suggest that sexuality can be regarded as one of the
multiple sites for agency, i.e. choice as agency as opposed to being subservient
to masculinity (Rattansi, 1994; Brah, 1992; Parmar, 1982). However given the
constraints within South Asian communities, sexuality and, more specifically,
lesbianism continue to be regarded as taboo subjects. Linked to the idea of
sexuality are the role of the family and the status that marriage confers on
women. | will argue that choice of partner can also be regarded as a form of
agency and that culture is subject to the innovative nature of human agency
(Bhopal, 1997). Thus, the role of women in key organizations in London will be
shown to play a major role in the active pursuit of equality, justice and freedom
against multiculturalist understandings of South Asian women'’s issues
contained within a framework of community politics (Yuval-Davis, 1999; P.

Patel, 1997; Bhavnani, 1993).

Given the complexities involved in the theorization of agency, Chapter Seven
focuses on the impact of religious identities. One of the main questions for this

chapter is to what extent can religion be regarded as liberating? The answer is
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complex and difficult. Importantly, |1 will argue, through a feminist analysis, that
religion can be seen as an emancipatory tool and forms a significant facet to
agency and political activism (Moghissi, 1999). However, one of the
consequences of religious revivalism is a re-assertion of patriarchal control with
a detrimental effect on women’s rights (Sudbury, 1998; P. Patel, 1997). This is
particularly relevant to Islam where it has also been argued that practices

considered to be always and only oppressive may represent emancipation and

resistance (Sayyid, 1997).

The narratives of Muslim women both in secular and non-secular organizations
will be used to show contradictory understandings of religion (Moghissi, 1999;
Kandiyoti, 1996). However, the reality of using religion as a subversive and
empowering tool is also regarded as questionable, despite the appropriation of
a feminist vocabulary of rights and liberty (Ali, 2002; Saghal and Yuval-Davis,
1992). It is in this context that veiling appears to be a focal point of analysis
regarding oppression, domination and equality, making a link to the notions of
shame and honour covered in chapter five (Pile, 1997; Najmabadi, 1993;
Yeganeh, 1993). The last section of the chapter is devoted to a discussion
around the use of the concepts ‘fundamentalism’ and ‘Islamism’ and the
consequences they hold for women. This is followed by a discussion around the
idea of ‘Islamic feminism’ and whether this can be regarded as an oxymoron
(Ahmed, 1992). It takes into account the narratives of women interviewed and

will argue that although religious identity cannot be overlooked, a complex and

problematic relationship exists between religion and women’s rights.
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Chapter Eight reviews the original aims of the thesis by summarizing the
argument. It also indicates the key findings and achievements of the research,
and areas of further investigation. Despite the diverse and contradictory nature
of political agency the research indicates that South Asian women are not only
involved in acts of resistance to oppression but that they employ strategic

claims to individual and collective political identities. The research provides an
understanding that takes into account multiplicity of experiences and power,

showing South Asian women to be active political agents in the process of

social change. The study uncovers how contingent and muitiple identities are

linked to subjectivity and that political agency is multi-layered.

The next chapter develops the ideas outlined above on the contribution made

by contemporary feminist theory to the understanding of South Asian women's

political agency, identity and subijectivity.

NOTES

1. For details of the women interviewed and the organizations see Appendix 1.

2. Black is used in recent studies to refer to women of African, African-Caribbean and South Asian

descent. Black women’s organizations are the subject of analysis in studies such as those by
Sudbury (1998, 2001) and Davis and Cooke (2002).

3. Newham 7 (1985), Newham 8 (1982) and Bradford 12 (1982) cases are examples of young
Asian men arrested and charged with violent behaviour in clashes with white youths and while
defending their siblings as they were collected from school. The campaigns involved the whole
community including women and girls.

4, Amrit Wilson highlights the resilience of South Asian women in connection with exploitation in
factories, culminating in industrial action in the 1970s at Imperial Typewriters and Grunwick
Photoprocessing. Despite the women's action illustrating the conflict between black workers and
the trade unions, it also presents the women as political activists.

5. ‘SUS' is Search under Suspicion. This was a law brought about by the use of a clause in the
1824 Vagrancy Act. Black women organized against the ‘SUS’ legislation which legitimized police
brutality and their power to stop, search and arrest anyone based on suspicion.

6. Links have been made between different organizations by Southall Black Sisters who
campaigned to free Kiranjit Ahluwalia. The lead was taken by Justice for Women (JFW), an
organization that acts to free women who have killed violent partners. The Kiranjit Ahluwalia case
attracted a great deal of publicity, resulting in her release from prison in 1992, The Crown
Prosecution Service accepted manslaughter on the grounds of diminished responsibility.
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7. Satiis the practice of widow immolation. Chapter 3 explores this as a feminist issue.

8. Newham Asian Women's Project (NAWP) has conducted research on self-harm and suicide
amongst women (15 to 25 year olds)). The result has been the production of official documents
which are circulated amongst a variety of groups, from local organizations, Local Authorities to
training specialists and academics. Similar research has also been conducted in the London
Borough of Brent. For a detailed summary see Bhardwaj, A. (2001) ‘Growing Up Young, Asian
and Female in Britain: A Report on Self-Harm and Suicide’, Feminist Review, Summer, No. 68.
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Chapter 2

Conceptualizing South Asian Women’s Political Activism through a

Feminist Lens

Introduction

This chapter highlights the main debates within feminism with reference to the
production of social differences through experiences of marginalization,
racialization, ethnicity and racism. It provides the basis for detailed discussions
in Chapters Five, Six and Seven of the role of feminism for South Asian
women’s political agency. | will be charting how black women have been able to
claim political agency through their activism. The complexity of this centres
around the ways in which ethnic identities have been claimed, and | will argue
that this does not necessarily have to be viewed negatively. The cha‘pter
consists of two substantive parts, each dealing with the issues raised by
feminism regarding the question of agency and activism. The chapter develops
the ideas introduced in Chapter One. Part One will look at the concepts of
‘experience’ and ‘difference’, and analyze the ways in which they have been
validated and critiqued within feminist theory, again with reference to political
activism. Part Two explores the link between agency, identity and subjectivity to
show how different axes of power such as that constituted around racial
difference can impinge on complex social relations. It will explore the notion of
racialized sexism as an explanation for South Asian women’s lack of
involvement in the political process. | will argue that political mobilization is
based either on the notion of collective or contingent identities, as well as
multiple identities. | will examine developments in feminist theory that have

moved beyond the binaries of active/passive and resistance/oppression
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towards a discussion of the relationship between the social, symbolic and
material worlds. Through an examination of research by black women, it will be
possible to show the connections that have been made between the role of

discourses, the constitution of collective identities, and also the incorporation of

individual and multiple forms of identity. The connection to individual and
multiple identities shifts the debate away from the notion that only collective
identities constitute the political. Indeed, it is a combination of the above which
provide the deepened context for my work and the understanding of South

Asian women’s identity and subjectivity that | offer.

Part One
Experience Makes All the Difference

The writings of black British feminists illustrate some of the responses to
oppression that were manifested through various forms of resistance. As
discussed in Chapter One, this writing has also contributed to a development of
theoretical work based on the idea of ‘difference’. Difference within feminist
thought has usually been associated with the diverse political approaches used
within western feminism, ranging from liberal to radical. It was thought that
through a sharing of experience or consciousness raising, feminism could
establish an identity through which women could challenge their subordination.
Thus, feminist identity was constructed through collective action against
oppression, demonstrating a commitment to women’s political agency.
However, as discussed in Chapter One, within western feminism, the different
experiences of black women have been rendered silent by the normalizing
effect of white women’s experiences and their claims to the notion of universal

sisterhood and the universal woman.
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Critiques of the idea of the universal woman have been informed by differences
based on ‘race’ (Aziz, 1992; Brah, 1992a; Mirza, 1992; Amos and Parmar,
1984; Carby, 1982). Black feminism challenged universalist understandings of
the dynamics of gender oppression across an array of locations including the
family, patriarchy and reproduction. The omission of black women’s
experiences called into question a feminist analysis that excludes an
understanding of structural inequalities that construct differences between black
and white women. Black feminist scholars have argued that an analysis of
gender relations needs to consider all the varieties of women's experiences and
to include issues of racism, sexism and heterosexist oppression. Although it has
been recognized by black feminists that patriarchy as a hierarchical system of
social relations can shape relations between and among men and women, they

have also insisted on acknowledging how some men do not benefit from it

(Carby, 1982).

White feminist scholars have argued that, through a study of the difference and
similarities of women’s experiences, new directions for liberation and social
change can occur. Although differences based on ‘race’ and the
universalization of experience have been acknowledged in white feminist
thought (Barrett and Mcintosh, 1985), an assumption by white feminists was
that issues concerning black women and their experiences would be addressed
specifically by black feminists (hooks, 1984). With reference to the different
experiences of women, there are two aspects of the terrain of black feminism.
Firstly, in connection with issues of ‘race’ there is occlusion with white feminist
discourse. Secondly, there is multiplicity and difference within black feminism.

Attempts to reconcile differences of ethnicity and national origin were evident in
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the setting up of organizations such as the Organization of Women of African
and Asian Descent (OWAAD) (Williams, 1989). Despite the tensions based on
differences between black and white women bonds have also been created.
The feminist movement in Britain has been active in its critique of institutions
(public and private) where racism and sexism can flourish (Knowles and

Mercer, 1992; Tang Nain 1991; Bourne, 1983).

However, if we acknowledge differences of experience for black and white

women on the basis of structural and gender inequalities based on ‘race’, the

idea of the universal or essential woman becomes obsolete (Spelman, 1990).

Thus the category ‘woman’ has undergone deconstruction moving away from a

homogenization of experience, static or fixed ideas to an understanding of

subjectivities, including political subjectivities, as shifting according to discourse,

location and positioning. Chris Weedon comments on the shifting nature of

identities and subjectivities:

[...] poststructuralism proposes a subjectivity which is precarious, contradictory and in process,
constantly being reconstituted in discourse, each time we speak.

(Weedon, 1987:33)

Commenting on the dilemma faced by feminists regarding the category

‘woman’, Judith Butler states:

In response to the radical exclusion of the category of women from hegemonic cultural
formations on the one hand and the internal critique of the exclusianary effects of the category
from within feminist discourse on the other, feminist theorists are now confronted with the
problem of either redefining and expanding the category of women itself to become more

inclusive (which requires also the political matter of settling who gets to make the designation
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and in the name of whom) or to challenge the place of the category as part of a feminist
normative discourse.

(Butler, 1990: 325)

Despite this dilemma and the deconstruction process as described above,
essentialized identities are used paradoxically to describe the heterogeneity of
black women’s experiences in Britain. Seminal texts such as Finding a Voice:
Asian Women in Britain (Wilson, 1978) and The Heart of the Race: Black

Women's Lives in Britain (Bryan et al., 1985) located the experiences of black

women in Britain illustrating not only difference between black and white
women, but also amongst black women. A strategy of strategic essentialism as
the basis for the formation of collective identities has meant that women from
specific ethnic groups can be contained within a politics of solidarity (Spivak,

1987). The women interviewed in this study constructed solidarity on the basis

of an essentialized ethnic identity, ‘Asian’ (Brah, 1992a).

Commonality of experience such as imperialism, colonialism and racism can
also foster solidarity on the basis of a political identity such as ‘black’. The
shared structural positioning in British society as subordinate has meant that
ethnic identities can be conflated to the political identity ‘black’, enabling women
to mobilize against racism or domestic violence, for example Southall Black
Sisters. In a similar way Patricia Hill-Collins (1991) presents black women as a
homogeneous group who experience structural inequalities, locating their
identity as being forged by ‘the self, community and society’. In doing so, Collins
presents an essentialized and ‘authentic’ notion of black womanhood. However,
this idea of authenticity amongst black women also led to the development of

the divisive nature of identity politics, authentic knowledge and a hierarchy of
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oppressions. Donna Haraway describes this process within the feminist
movement as a ‘painful fragmentation among feminists’ (Haraway, 1990: 197).

In the context of political activism, Mohanty (1991b) suggests that historicizing
and locating political agency through a theorization of experience is necessary
to challenge the universality of gendered oppressions. Her concern is whether
experience constructs identity. She suggests going beyond personal experience
to historicizing it in order to understand cross-cultural sisterhood or what she
(and others) prefers to call transnational feminism (Alexander and Mohanty,
1997). Mohanty's notion of political agency includes political action as well as a
contradictory understanding of the self that relates to the notion of multiple,
contradictory and essentialized identities. It is the idea of location that has the

effect of the past and present meeting - history and culture. On forms of identity

whether individual or collective, Pratibha Parmar comments:

To assert an individual and collective identity as black women has been a necessary historical
process which was both empowering and strengthening [...] It is also based on an assumption
of shared subjectivities, of the ways in which our experiences of the world ‘out there’ are shaped
by common objective factors such as racism and sexual exploitation. However, these
assumptions have led to a political practice which employs a language of ‘authentic subjective
experience’ [...] Identity politics or a political practice which takes as its starting-point only the

/

personal and experiential modes of being has led to a closure which is both retrogressive and
sometimes spine-chilling.

(Parmar, 1990:107)

Thus, on the impact of experience and identity, Stuart Hall states:

We cannot speak for very long, with any exactness, about ‘one experience, one identity’,
without acknowledging its other side ~ the ruptures and discontinuities {...] Far from being

grounded in a mere ‘recovery’ of the past, which is waiting to be found, and which, when found,
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will secure our sense of ourselves into eternity, identities are the names we give to the different
ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past.

(Hall, 1996:225)

The complex links between narratives of the past, residues of colonial discourse
and contemporary identities will be considered in Chapter Three. Although there
are difficulties in presenting ‘an experience’, the historical contextualization
provides a way into the recovery of the past in the service of political activism. |
will argue that Asian women’s positioning as victims and dependants in
contemporary British society draws on a myth from the past created by colonial
discourse. Chapter Three will show how women were able to play a significant
role in challenging these stereotypes through their writing and involvement in

the feminist and Nationalist movements in India.

The women interviewed for this research expressed a range of identities that
could be considered essentialized identities, some steeped in history, others
with cultural identifications. However it has been shown that identification with
the less culturally embedded term ‘black’ has enabled people to mobilize
against racism in Britain. Indeed the use of black feminism as a tool of analysis
for the political activism of South Asian women is one expression of the

interpellative and analytical potential of this term.

The following statements exemplify the naming of identities and positioning in

society in their simultaneous use of commonality of experience and rupture:

I perceive myself to be a young black woman who encounters a number of
problems because of the colour of my skin. | mean | use black in certain
contexts but | perceive myself as British Asian, black Asian even but you know
if you expect me not to acknowledge that I'm Asian, | don't think this is very
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good.’
(Zora, Antiracism Organization)

In this society as a whole I'm black but at the same time I'm Asian because I've
got a different culture.’

(Parvati, Asian Women’s Organization)

These statements show that ethnic identity runs parallel to political identities
such as ‘black’, an awareness that will be discussed further in Chapter Five. It
demonstrates the need to retain identities that avoid closure through a narrow
identity politics based on singular and unitary ethnic identifications. It is to this

Issue that | now turn my attention.

Reclaiming Ethnic Identities

The ‘Asian’ identity expressed above needs to be understood in the context of
the debate between race and ethnicity which has signified a move towards an
appreciation of ethnic identities. Although writers may stress the unifying
concept ‘black’ and its use in resisting racism, a focus on ethnicity has gained
increasing significance in recent years. As Sharma et al. (1996) note: ‘Ethnicity
is in. Cultural difference is in. Marginality is in’. (Sharma et al. 1996:1).
However, the rediscovery of ethnicity as a political concept holds consequences
for political action. For some it has meant retaining notions of structural
positioning and inequalities rather than opting for a culturally exclusive identity.

In @ somewhat despairing tone Sivanandan comments on the rise of ethnic

identities:

The objective conditions are no longer there for African-Caribbean and Asian unity - and

therefore for a black politics [...] The rise of multiculturalism in the last decade or more has
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broken down that unity and replaced it with cultural enclaves and feuding nationalisms [...]

recognising cultural segmentation, however, is not to accept it.

(Sivanandan, 2000: 423)

The consequence of maintaining ethnic identity is the lack of a unified front to
racist practices. However, the ‘cultural enclaves’ referred to by Sivanandan
have been welcomed by some writers who have gone so far as to suggest that
the idea of a political identity such as ‘black’ has become obsolete (Modood,
1992). If this is so, how do we measure inequality? Amongst the sea of desired
and marketable black identities in opposition to the cultural and religious
saturation of the ‘Asian’ category, Heidi Mirza (1997) questions the viability and
policing of the concept ‘black’ for political activism in the context of feminist

activism:

But is the notion of a ‘black woman’ a viable concept? ldentity politics, that ideological policing

of who counts as ‘black’, Black or black, that has invaded our thinking and being, has without

doubt, closed down our possibilities for self-definition and political engagement.

(Mirza, 1997:15)

Mirza's comments are reminiscent of fractures and ruptures in the black
feminist movement when black feminist criticisms of the ethnocentric nature of
mainstream feminism gave way to diversity, undermining the initial ‘collective’
goals of organizations such as OWAAb. Within organizations such as OWAAD
black women recognized the primacy of issues such as oppression and
domination. Although regarded as an example of an organization based on
ethnic inclusion, there were major differences on political strategies and which

issues should take precedence.
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While not wanting to propose an identity politics which is essentialist or
absolutist for the women interviewed and although some used the term ‘black’,
the category ‘Asian’ holds on to the idea of culture in the construction of identity.
However, in contrast to the view of people such as Sivanandan this cultural
retention need not be seen in a negative light. Thus Paul Gilroy (1993) makes
an important point relating to the role of a culture in identity construction. In the
Black Atlantic, he states that to know one’s culture could be regarded as a form
of resistance to racism, enabling people to retain ties to their roots. As a result
the historical and collective experience is not denied. Gilroy also comments that
sometimes it takes an ethnically absolute and homogeneous culture to
‘discover’ oneself. To equip oneself with an essentialized understanding of
culture can act as a buffer to the effects of racism and can be regarded as a
cultural form of resistance (Bryan et al., 1985; CCCS, 1982). Could the same be

said of the participants in this study? If culture can be referred to as the

following, then it moves away from a static or essentialized understanding:

[...] a dynamic, and multi-textured entity, requiring ‘thick description’, not a set of fixed
characteristics which are used to describe the normal from the abnormal. We reject the way in
which ‘culture’ has been used in the ethnic relations literature to mark out specific populations

and practices as aberrant. [...] culture is understood as a material and collective expression of

social life.

(Westwood and Bhachu, 1988:11)

The participants in this study used ‘culture’ as a resource to set up projects
aimed at meeting the needs of South Asian women and on occasions the
definition or understanding of the term ‘Asian’ was widened to include other

groups of women:
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The criteria used by [the Asian Women's Project] are to serve Asian women
suffering from domestic violence, specifically South Asian women. The criteria
have been widened to include referrals from anywhere nationally and [the Asian
Women's Project] has also widened the term ‘Asian’ to include Chinese,
Vietnamese, Iraqi and Iranian women who do not have facilities available to
them. Although it's supposed to be an Asian women'’s refuge, we do take other
women but we don’t take white women. To tell you the truth we don't have the
space, because then the whole political argument is lost. The whole reason for
[the Asian Women’'s Project] to come into being is that we wanted a refuge
specifically for Asian women. We didn’t want Asian women to go into refuges
where they couldn’t identify culturally and linguistically.’

(Neesha, Asian Women's Project)

An ethnic identity, ‘Asian’ is used by this participant to demarcate the
boundaries of the majority group and other black and Asian groups. Ethnic

identity is also constructed through religion and culture. Commenting on the

client group, one participant told me:

If they can identify either with one of the faiths or with the culture of this group,
then we will accept them.’

(Zainab, Asian Women'’s Project)

The process of self-identification with a culture or a religion is regarded as
satisfactory for acceptance into a project. Thus, women's identification is with
some aspects of being ‘Asian’, rather than a wholesale ‘Asian’ identity. The
question is can the identity ‘Asian’ be used to centre oneself and is this the only
'self that we know? Where do other aspects of our identity fit in, for example,
the ‘black self’, the ‘sexual self, and the ‘classed self'? The whole process of
identification with any of these identities exposes the complex reality of identity

construction. It is not simply one identity at work, although essentialized
identities may be the basis of organization. On the question of identity as an

important and complex process, Pratibha Parmar comments:
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[...] the question of identity has taken on colossal weight particularly for those of us who are
post-colonial migrants inhabiting histories of diaspora, being cast into the role of the Other,
marginalised, discriminated against and too often invisible, not only in everyday discourses of
affirmation but also within the ‘grand narratives’ of European thought, black women in particular
have fought to assert privately and publicly our sense of self: a self that is rooted in particular

histories, cultures and languages.

(Parmar, 1990; 106)

A number of groups based their identity on religion and it has been argued that
Islam represents an essential identity (Huntingdon, 1993). After all, if we were
to critique this identity as putting forward a pre-determined form of agency, the
Islamic agent’'s action is already divinely determined so she does not have to
choose. This raises a serious question concerning the idea of social change:
should women act to provoke a change in their circumstances? The answer lies
In the fact that women do exercise agency in religious based organizations. In
Islamic countries, women can also be considered to have agency in the ways
that they use Islam to bring about favourable policies, although they are deeply
embedded in power relations. This illustrates the contradictory positions that
women hold in different societies. A fuller discussion is given in Chapter Seven
where | explore the sometimes-contradictory role religion plays in the
constitution of political agency. Commenting on the contradictory positions of

women Iin Islamic societies, Arlene Elowe MacLeod states:

Although women are clearly assertive actors who struggle for better conditions for themselves
and their families, their efforts often seem to produce limited or ephemeral results [...] women
are both active subjects and subjects of domination. [Women] always play an active part that
goes beyond the dichotomy of victimization/acceptance, a dichotomy that flattens out a complex
and ambiguous agency in which women accept, accommodate, ignore, resist, or protest —

sometimes all at the same time.
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(Elowe McLeod, 1992: 5633-534)

The struggle she refers to is in Islamic states where women are seen to
simultaneously resist and comply with patriarchal structures and hierarchies of
power. Putting aside the question as to whether this pattern of resistance and
complicity is specific to women in Islam my question is this. Could the use of
religion be regarded as a strategic and subversive act to create social change
and transformation? If so, then in certain circumstances political agency can in
some ways be regarded as radical and conservative. Some of the women |
Interviewed expressed similar positions regarding the emancipatory power of

Islam:

'The Koran teaches that women are equal. Our culture tells us that women are
not equal. The Islamic way is for women to learn and gain knowledge.’
(Mumtaz, Muslim Women’s Organization)

1 think there are a lot of parallels that can be drawn between Islam and
socialism. The ideas aren't that far removed from Islamic ideas which were
instilled in us as children.’

(Zora, Antiracism Organization)

The notion of equality with men, and the drawing on of socialism, indicates how
women can indeed use religion to gain knowledge. However, the difference is
that in Islamic countries women do not have a choice but to comply and
subvert, whereas women in the West can ‘choose’ religion as the tool of
emancipation. Contradictions in presenting Islam as a determined form of
agency are also evident in the reactions against Islam by some of the Muslim
women interviewed for this study. Conceptualizing agency then is a complex

task, however, it is important in any analysis of agency, to remind ourselves of
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its contradictory nature. Patricia Jeffery and Amrita Basu comment on this when

discussing religious-based women'’s activism:

The relationships between agency, activism, and empowerment are complicated and often
contradictory. Women's agency may strengthen systems of gender segregation, and women's
activism may heighten identification with their role as mothers. Women’s activism may also

empower [...] but at the cost of deepening religious and ethnic divisions among them.

(Jeffery and Basu, 1998:10)

Activism then is not necessarily progressive and inclusive and it can effect its
own exclusions. Indeed, difference based on religion was evident in the
decision of some organizations to refuse services such as legal advice, along

religious lines. One partici